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Abstract 
Six years have passed since the first national meeting of community seed banks in Nepal. 
Since then, Bioversity International and partners around the world have expanded their 
capacity development, research and policy advocacy efforts to make community seed 
banks and the emerging networks of community seed banks more efficient and effective. 
A series of North-South exchange of experiences took place. New capacity development 
materials were developed. A number of young researchers researched sustainability 
and related (novel) issues of importance to community seed banks. In 2018, a proposal 
was finalized to establish a global community seed banks platform that will support 
existing community seed banks and national/regional community seed bank networks 
around the world, scale out their activities and achievements, and contribute to their 
sustainability 
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Introduction: The Community Seed Banking Journey Continues
Six years have passed since the first National Community Seed Banks Workshop 
in Nepal took place (see for the workshop proceedings, Shrestha et al 2013). At 
the first workshop, I presented a literature review of mostly descriptive findings 
of the first 30 years of experiences with establishing and supporting community 
seed banks around the world. The review aimed to answer two questions: 1) 
What had been achieved and learned in these 30 years? What were the major 
challenges?, 2) In the light of more recent challenges related to the sustainable 
use of agricultural biodiversity, such as the commercialization of agriculture, 
genetic erosion and the impact of climate change, what roles could community 
seed banks play (Vernooy 2013)? 
Following the workshop, Pitambar Shrestha, Bhuwon Sthapit and I embarked on 
a more systematic review of global community seed banking experiences from 
various parts of the word. This resulted in the book “Community seed banks: 
Origins, evolution and prospects” published in 2015 based on contributions 
from and interactions with the case study contributors over the years 2013-
2014. The book includes 30 case studies of community seed banks, five case 
studies of organizations supporting community seed banks and five case studies 
of national policies in support of community seed banks. Insights from the book 
served to publish a journal article about the multiple functions and services of 
community seed banks (Vernooy et al 2014). Additional research about the roles 
of community seed banks in climate change adaptation led to another journal 
article (Vernooy et al 2017).
Not only have we been writing about community seed banking in the past 
six years. The practical work of establishing and supporting community 
seed banks (technically, organizationally, policy and legal wise) continued, 
intensified or started in countries including Bangladesh, Benin, Bhutan, 
China, Ethiopia, Guatemala, India, Madagascar, Nepal, South Africa, Sri Lanka 
and Uganda (for more information about Bioversity International’s work, 
https://www.bioversityinternational.org/research-portfolio/conservation-of-
crop-diversity/community-seedbanks/). Three elements stand out in these 
recent practical efforts: 1) bringing more science to community seed banking 
both technically and organizationally; 2) adding value to the conservation 
function of community seed banks through participatory crop improvement 
and/or seed production and marketing; and 3) linking community seed banks to 
national genebanks to create synergies. 
Without doubt, the journey of 30 + 6 years continues. In this chapter, I present 
some reflections on what the work done in recent years and some thoughts 
about promising directions for the coming period.
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Renewed Interest
It appears that interest in establishing and supporting community seed banks 
and developing new approaches to strengthen them are on the rise. In a number 
of countries, government and non-government organizations (in some cases 
with the support of Bioversity International) have joined forces to set up new 
community seed banks as part of a national conservation and sustainable use 
strategy. This is happening, for example, in Benin, Ethiopia, India, Madagascar, 
Nepal, South Africa and Uganda. Proposals to do something similar have been 
written for other countries, such as Bangladesh, Mali, Tanzania and Zimbabwe. 
LI-BIRD in Nepal continues to expand the number of community seed banks 
supported by the organization. In China, the Farmers Seed Network is establishing 
new community seed banks and assisting other organizations to do the same. 
In India, government organizations and Bioversity International have set up 
a number of community seed banks as part of a climate change adaptation 
strategy. In South Africa, the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, 
and Bioversity International are working on a national network of community 
seed banks that connects the community seed banks to the national gene bank 
(under the National Plant Genetic Resources Centre). 
Looking at the larger picture, there appear a number of factors that are directly 
or indirectly supporting this trend. They are:
•	 Farmers are getting better organized (with support from others) 
and see a community seed bank as a good way to support the 
empowerment process.
•	 Agro-ecology, organic agriculture, healthy food and diets movements 
have a strong interest in safeguarding traditional crops and varieties.
•	 Food safety in some countries has become a priority (eg China, 
Vietnam).
•	 Conservation and crop improvement researchers are joining forces 
which is giving traditional varieties more and in some cases, new 
recognition. 
•	 Climate change related challenges and the need for novel diversity to 
adapt to changing farming conditions is becoming more urgent.
•	 International organizations have put community seed banks high on 
the agenda.
A Start of Sharing Experiences from North and South
In recent years, the many diverse community seed bank experiences from 
around the world have become better known, but in general, their achievements 
and challenges are not well documented and disseminated. Community seed 
banks go by various names: community gene banks, farmer seed houses, seed 
huts, seed wealth centers, community seed reserves and seed libraries. They 
all have a common objective, which is to support farmers and communities to 
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regain, maintain and increase their control over the seeds they use, in particular 
traditional varieties, but not solely.
Community seed banks go through different organizational phases and encounter 
a number of organizational challenges that are very similar to other grassroots 
organizations, such as farmer research groups, youth associations or women 
cooperatives. However, the cooperative movement has been around for more 
than a century and has undergone a high degree of professionalization. 30 years 
of community seed banking represent a relatively short time period in terms of 
institutional development; therefore, much remains much to be done and more 
to be learned (Vernooy et al 2015).
In the global north, community seed banks’ practitioners and supporters have 
some opportunities to interact and exchange knowledge and experiences, 
for example, through the internet, meetings and workshops. Seed savers’ 
organizations in countries such as Australia, Austria, Canada, France and Italy 
have maintained websites and publish regular newsletters to inform members 
and subscribers. They also organize events where practitioners can meet and 
interact. In Europe, through the European Union funded ‘Diversifood’ project 
(2015-2019), community seed bank practitioners and supporters from several 
countries have carried out a number of joint awareness raising, capacity 
development and research activities. The project aims to link experienced 
national or subnational networks working on the conservation and sustainable 
use of plant genetic resources to evaluate and enrich the diversity of cultivated 
plants within diverse agroecosystems (http://www.diversifood.eu/project/). 
In September 2017, the ‘Diversifood’ project and Bioversity International, with the 
support of the Secretary of the International Treaty for Plant Genetic Resources 
for Food and Agriculture (ITPGRFA) organized an international workshop in 
Rome, Italy, with community seed bank practitioners and supporters from the 
global north and the global south to exchange experiences and lessons learned. 
It was most likely the first time such an event took place. ‘Diversifood’, Bioversity 
International and other organizations teamed up for another international event 
to draw attention to the roles of community seed banks (Box 1).
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Box 1. Community seed banks at the International Treaty for Plant Genetic 
Resources for Food and Agriculture
The Fritjof Nansen Institute of Norway, the ‘Diversifood’ project, LI-BIRD of Nepal 
and Bioversity International joined forced to organize the side event “Community 
seed banks: Sharing experiences from North and South” during the 7th meeting 
of the Governing Body of the ITPGRFA held in Kigali, Rwanda (October 2017). The 
side event aimed to share experiences of community seed banks around the world, 
strengthen their functioning and obtain more support. Gloria Otieno (Bioversity 
International, Uganda) presented about the history and evolution of community seed 
banks in Uganda and the emergence of community seed banks in Kenya and Tanzania. 
Pitambar Shrestha of LI-BIRD presented the work on community seed banks in Nepal 
supported by LI-BIRD. He also gave a presentation about community seed banks 
globally highlighting the book Community seed banks: Origins, evolution and prospects 
(2015). Other presentations were made by the Community Technology Development 
Trust of Zimbabwe and Ryukoku University of Japan. A report is available (Andersen 
et al 2018).
Ultimately, the Governing Body adopted Resolution 7/2017: ‘Implementation of 
Article 9: Farmers’ Rights’ to create an Ad Hoc Technical Expert (AHTEG) on Farmers’ 
Rights and to develop voluntary guidelines for national implementation. The 
resolution reflects increasing awareness among the Contracting Parties of the value 
and importance of community seed banks in fulfilling the objectives of the Plant Treaty 
on the conservation and sustainable use of crop genetic diversity for food security. 
The Governing Body invites the countries that are Contracting Parties to promote 
sustainable biodiverse production systems and facilitate participatory approaches 
such as community seed banks, along with a range of other supportive measures.
However, in the global south, there is very limited space for networking. Nepal is 
likely the only country where community seed bank practitioners and supporters 
have had a chance to meet in two national workshops organized by national 
organizations with the support of Bioversity International (2012 and 2018). The 
objectives of the 2012 workshop were to share the successes of the conservation 
and utilization of local crop diversity by community seed banks in Nepal. Topics 
covered included the concept and practices of community seed banking, 
technical and organizational challenges, and sustainability (Shrestha et al 2013). 
There is therefore an opportunity to create a mechanism for global sharing.
New Capacity Development Materials
Research and capacity development activities with regard to community seed 
banks are becoming more robust with stronger support of scientific knowledge. 
Bioversity International, with technical and financial support of the Department 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of the federal republic of South Africa, 
developed and published (in English, French and Spanish) a series of manuals 
for facilitators of community seed banking processes and for farmers managing 
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community seed banks. The manuals have been very well received and are in 
high demand (Box 2). Several organizations have started to use these manuals. 
The Farmer Seeds Network in China has planned to translate the farmers’ manual 
to Chinese and disseminate it in the country.
Box 2. Manuals published by Bioversity International and the Department of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of the federal republic of South Africa
Vernooy R, B Sthapit and G Bessette. 2017. Community seed banks: Concept and 
practice. Facilitator handbook. Bioversity International, Rome, Italy; the Department 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Pretoria, South Africa [Also available in French 
and Spanish]. https://www.bioversityinternational.org/fileadmin/user_upload/CSB_
Vernooy_2017.pdf
Vernooy R, G Bessette, S Sthapit, A Dibiloane, N Lettie Maluleke, L Abner 
Matelele, M Mokoena, G Phora, P Sema and T Thabo. 2018. How to develop 
and manage your own community seed bank: Farmers’ handbook. Establishing 
a community seed bank: Booklet 1 of 3. Bioversity International, Rome, Italy; 
the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Pretoria, South Africa 
[Also available in French and Spanish]. https://www.bioversityinternational.org/
e-library/publications/detail/how-to-develop-and-manage-your-own-community-
seed-bank-farmers-handbookestablishing-a-commun/
Vernooy R G Bessette, B Sthapit and A Gupta. 2018. How to develop and manage 
your own community seed bank: Farmers’ handbook. Technical issues: Booklet 2 
of 3. Bioversity International, Rome, Italy; the Department of Agriculture, Forestry 




Vernooy R, G Bessette, B Sthapit and A Porcuna Ferrer. 2018. How to develop and 
manage your own community seed bank: Farmers’ handbook. Management, 
networking, policies and a final checklist: Booklet 3 of 3. Bioversity International, 
Rome, Italy; the Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Pretoria, South 
Africa [Also available in French and Spanish]. https://www.bioversityinternational.org/
e-library/publications/detail/how-to-develop-and-manage-your-own-community-
seed-bank-farmers-handbookmanagement-networkin/
New Research: Community Seed Banks, Agroecology, Resilience and 
Sustainability
One of the major challenges that community seed banks face is sustainability 
–how to survive and thrive over a longer period of time and maintain their 
relevance, in particular with a solid resource base of people, money and 
infrastructure. From the comparative study of the strengths and weaknesses of 
community seed banks from around the world (Vernooy et al 2015), a number of 
important enabling factors were identified. Among them are:
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•	 Farmers’ interest and leadership
•	 Local facilitator and network builder
•	 Technical and financial support
•	 Combine conservation and crop improvement efforts
•	 Responsiveness to climate change stress
•	 Potential to evolve into broader local, rural development organization
•	 Policy and legal support
Having this sustainability ‘framework’ in mind is of great value when 
establishing new community seed banks and strengthen existing ones.
It is promising that in recent years young researchers have expressed strong 
interest in researching sustainability and related (novel) issues of importance 
to community seed banks. Two Master students, supported by Bioversity 
International, developed interesting MSc research proposals and went to Nepal 
and Guatemala respectively to investigate questions concerning community 
seed banks and agroecological functionality and community seed banks and 
socio-ecological resilience. They returned with important data and published 
stimulating briefs and MSc theses upon which practitioners and scholars alike 
can build to plan future activities in the field. The findings are also valuable for 
policy makers.
Research in Nepal
Monserrat Gómez César, a student of organic agriculture at Wageningen 
University and Research, the Netherlands, set out to find answers to three main 
and several minor questions:
1) How successful have community seed banks been in conservation of local 
biodiversity?
•	 What have been the changes in cultivars and crop varieties cultivated? 
•	 What effect could these changes in diversity have in the farming 
system? 
•	 Are these changes self-sustaining (positively supporting the farming 
systems, ie introduction of pulses for fertility, perennial crops, varietal 
diversity for pest resistance etc)?
2) How successful have they been in acting as a platform for knowledge 
exchange and social change?
•	 Has the community seed bank enabled the involvement of farmers in a 
research agenda? 
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•	 How has the community seed bank facilitated the establishment of 
networks for knowledge exchange? 
•	 Has the community seed bank strengthen the community’s 
organizational capacity? 
3) How successful have they been in improving farmers’ access to diversity 
seed?
•	 What are farmers’ perceptions of their seed security?
•	 How do they relate this to future climatic changes and current 
provisioning of resources? 
•	 What are benefits that they have experienced in terms of favorable 
crop trait(s) that they now can access? 
•	 How do they now perceive their availability and access to seed?
Based on a review of literature she produced a comprehensive framework 
based on insights from agroecology to evaluate the performance of community 
seed banks. The framework has three ‘pillars’: farm management, private 
livelihoods and social cohesion (see Box 3; Gómez César 2017, adapted from 
Table 3 on page 17). Farmers of three community seed banks in the country 
tested the framework.
Field research findings suggest that community seed banks play important roles 
in rural livelihoods. Improved access to seed encouraged farmers to experiment 
with different varieties and their alternation over time. Greater household-level 
income and access to loan mechanisms appear to have provided an economic 
incentive to maintain local crop diversity. The tasks inherent to planning, forming 
and running a community seed bank creates a space for the intensification of 
local social cooperation and mutual learning. Aggregate social benefits and 
greater autonomy from both input pressures and market dynamics appear to 
be an emergent property of this cooperation (Gómez César 2017). With regards 
to the evaluation framework she concluded that it holds clear advantages for 
facilitators of community seed banks and farmers themselves to potentially 
optimize agroecology and on-farm conservation goals through future information 
sharing, project planning and the creation of shared strategic concepts (ibid: 37).
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Box 3. Community seed bank performance assessment framework
Farm Management 
•	 Crop varietal diversity: Changes that have taken place in respect to the 
amount of crop varieties and crop types now grown on-farm 
•	 Use of diversity for pest management: Impact on pest and disease 
suppression due to the use of more diversity 
•	 Change in resilience of farming system: The farm’s strength and ability to 
sustain sudden changes in rainfall, temperature, or sudden climatic events 
•	 Skills and knowledge on management of diversity: tThe knowledge gained 
over how to manage different crop types and varieties 
•	 Use of diversity for soil fertility management: The observed effect a greater 
use of diversity has had on soil fertility
Private-Livelihoods 
•	 Change in farm revenue: Observed change in revenue from farm production 
•	 Change in productivity: Observed change in the total harvest, overall 
stability in production
•	 Market access: An increased ease in accessing markets and selling farm 
products 
•	 Product diversification: A greater availability of products to sell or used for 
home consumption 
•	 Reduced cost of inputs: Changes in the cost of seed, and other inputs such 
as machinery, labor, inorganic fertilizers, and pesticides 
Social Cohesion 
•	 Organizational skills and capacity building: Perceived competency in 
retaining and improving skills and knowledge in respect to the organization 
of large groups of community members, but also the governance, structure, 
and management of the community seed bank 
•	 Knowledge sharing: Perceived ease and frequency and common happening 
of knowledge exchange amongst community members 
•	 Community empowerment: Autonomy in decision making
•	 Sovereign food systems: The ‘control’ over farmers’ choices of what and 
how to cultivate food 
•	 Collective action: The level of collaboration and action taken within the 
community
Research in Guatemala
Anna Porcuna Ferrer, a student in organic agriculture at the University of 
Natural Resources and Life Sciences (BOKU), Vienna, Austria, explored if and 
how community seed banks are supporting change towards a more resilient 
socio-ecological system at community-level. Her specific objectives were to: 
(i) explore how the community seed bank concept has been implemented in 
the local context and what roles community seed banks play in the local seed 
system; (ii) explore the change that has taken place due to the establishment of 
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the community seed banks and identify the main driving factors of this change; 
(iii) identify and analyze the possible connections between this change and the 
socio-ecological resilience of the community.
Her findings from Guatemala indicate that the relationship between community 
seed banks and resilience is not so straightforward although they do produce 
important benefits for their members at household and community levels. The 
farmer communities and the community seed banks she researched in the Sierra 
de los Cuchumatanes are affected by important changes that occur in the region, 
such as the abandonment of maize cultivation and farming in general, a shift 
towards a more market-oriented agriculture and migration of young people 
to the USA (Porcuna Ferrer 2018). Farmers’ seed and production systems are 
changing as a result. Traditional factors shaping the socio-ecological resilience 
of the local communities, such as being self-sufficient in maize production, are 
losing ground. She concluded that community seed banks can contribute to 
newly emerging forms of resilience through the strengthening of crop diversity 
management, technical and organizational capacities, and more dynamic and 
effective networking. At the same time, community seed banks face challenges, 
such as weak involvement of youth and realizing untapped potential, such as 
broadening the crop base (ibid). 
A Multi-functional Global Community Seed Bank Platform
It becomes clear that since 2012 many positive developments have been taking 
place. Encouraged by this, early 2015 a small team of Bioversity International 
staff began to think about something that could further strengthen community 
seed banks around the world and bring them to a higher performance level. 
The idea for the establishment of a global platform for community seed banks 
was born. The idea for such a platform was endorsed at a workshop about 
community seed banks and farmers’ rights held in New Delhi, India (October 
2015), where community seed bank researchers from around the world called 
on Bioversity International to take the lead in creating a global platform of/for 
community seed banks. They argued that such a global platform could serve as 
a virtual node of convergence and synergy to build more supportive policy and 
legal environments, internationally and nationally; and to further strengthen 
community seed banks technically and organizationally at regional and local 
levels.
Over time, by the middle of 2018, this idea evolved into a proposal. The proposal 
aims to establish a global community seed banks platform that will support 
existing community seed banks and national/regional community seed bank 
networks around the world, scale out their activities and achievements, and 
contribute to their sustainability. The global platform will: 
•	 Document, analyze and share practical experiences, successes and 
challenges; 
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•	 Provide technical, organizational and policy/legal expertise; 
•	 Coordinate and support action research; 
•	 Support national/regional networking.
Through its multiple activities at local, national and international levels, the 
global platform will strengthen farmers’ seed systems, diversify income sources 
and livelihoods, and contribute to increased seed security of local communities 
and countries. Furthermore, through the establishment of linkages between 
(inter) national genebanks and community seed banks, farmers and their 
communities will have better access to more crop diversity –much needed to be 
able to adapt to climate change and build up resilience. Women seed custodians 
and community seed bank leaders will play a central role in platform activities.
Getting the platform up and running is the present challenge on our continuing 
community seed banking journey. 
References
Andersen R, P Shrestha, G Otieno, Y Nishikawa, P Kasasa and A Mushita. 2018. 
Community Seed Banks, Sharing experiences from the North and South: A 
report from a side event held on the 1st of November 2017 at the Seventh 
session of the Governing body of the International Treaty on Plant Genetic 
Resources for Food and Agriculture, in Kigali- Rwanda. http://www.diversifood.
eu/wpcontent/uploads/2018/03/report_community_seed_banks_BAT_web.pdf
Gómez César M. 2017. Towards an Agroecological Framework for the Evaluation of 
Community Seed Banks: A Case Study of Nepal. MSc thesis Farming Systems 
Ecology. Wageningen University and Research, Wageningen, the Netherlands. 
http://himalayancrops.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/GomezCesar_Thesis_
Final_Revised.pdf
Porcuna Ferrer A. 2018. Do community seed banks contribute to socio-ecological 
resilience? The case of the Sierra de los Cuchumatanes, Guatemala. 
Bioversity International, Rome, Italy. https://www.bioversityinternational.
org/e-library/publications/detail/do-community-seed-banks-contribute-to-socio-
ecological-resilience-the-case-of-the-sierra-de-los-cuc/
Shrestha P, R Vernooy and P Chaudhary (eds). 2013. Community seed banks in Nepal: 
Past, present, future. Proceedings of a national workshop, 14–15 June 2012, 
Pokhara, Nepal. Local Initiatives for Biodiversity, Research and Development, 
Pokhara, Nepal, and Bioversity International, Rome, Italy. http://www.
bioversityinternational.org/uploads/tx_news/Community_seed_banks_in_
Nepal__past__present_and_future_1642.pdf
Vernooy R. 2013. In the hands of many: A review of community gene/seed banks the 
world. In: Community Seed banks in Nepal: Past, Present, Future (P Shrestha, 
R Vernooy and P Chaudhary, eds). Proceedings of a National Workshop, 14–15 
June 2012, Pokhara, Nepal. Local Initiatives for Biodiversity, Research and 
Development, Pokhara, Nepal, and Bioversity International, Rome, Italy; pp.3–15. 
http://www.bioversityinternational.org/uploads/tx_news/Community_seed_
banks_in_Nepal__past__present_and_future_1642.pdf 
Proceedings of the 2nd National Workshop on CSB, Nepal 2018
- 12 -
Vernooy R, P Shrestha and B Sthapit (eds). 2015. Community Seed Banks: 
Origins, evolution and prospects. Routledge, Oxon, UK. https://www.
bioversityinternational.org/e-library/publications/detail/community-seed-banks-
origins-evolution-and-prospects/
Vernooy R, B Sthapit, G Galluzzi and P Shrestha. 2014. The Multiple Functions and 
Services of Community Seed banks. Resources 3:636-656. http://www.mdpi.
com/2079-9276/3/4/636
Vernooy R, B Sthapit, G Otieno, P Shrestha and A Gupta. 2017. The roles of community 
seed banks in climate change adaptation. Development in Practice 27:316-327. 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2017.1294653. 
|l-------l|l-------l|



























Proceedings of the 2nd National Workshop on CSB, Nepal 2018
- 234 -
Glimpse of the Workshop
Dr. Yuvak Dhoj GC, Secretary to the MoALD. Photo: 
Pitambar Shrestha, LI-BIRD
Workshop participants. 
Photo: Pitambar Shrestha, LI-BIRD
Kumari Krishna, Kachorwa Community Seed Banks, 
Bara. Photo: Pitambar Shrestha, LI-BIRD
Dr. Baidya Nath Mahto, Executive Director NARC, 
Photo: Pitambar Shrestha, LI-BIRD
Workshop participants. 
Photo: Pitambar Shrestha, LI-BIRD
Workshop inaugural seed vessel. 
Photo: Pitambar Shrestha, LI-BIRD
s[lif d'nZrM hLjgd\
View publication stats
